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Second-hand Smoke in Japan

Allison Kwesell, USA
31 years old
Duration of Stay in Japan: 3 years, 6 months in Tokyo

Last night I met friends for dinner and a beer after. We enjoyed the small, winding streets of
Kichijoji and the friendship that brought us together. However, after a few hours I had to leave
early. The smell of smoke was bothering me, and making it hard to breathe. When I got home,
immediately I had to shower and wash my outfit from the evening. It had been soiled with the
stale stench of tobacco.

When I first arrived in Tokyo three years ago I was amazed at how clean this city is. [ thought to
myself, Tokyo is an advanced society and Japanese pride themselves on cleanliness. This,
however, has changed to some degree. Coming from the US, in many ways I find Japanese
culture more advanced. I'm amazed at how efficient recycling is and when I visit the US I wonder
why people don’t recycle more. Sometimes in US there is litter on the street or in hiking areas.
Here, in Japan, I love that [ rarely see this. Also, in onsens [ have really learned how clean people
in Japan are. They shower both before and after bathing.

In March 2011, the Great East Japan Earthquake caused radiation pollution to spread
throughout parts of Japan. My work and research is in the area of Fukushima affected by this
disaster. I continually feel sad about the contradiction between a culture that values pristine
nature and pureness with this vast amount of pollution.

Japan is a beautiful country and though I am amazed at the fresh and clean atmosphere, there is
one aspect of Japanese culture that truly soils this country everyday and has nothing to do with
the disaster. The streets are clean and people are hygienic, but I am continually amazed about
how many people smoke and how much it is systematically permissible to be in others’ faces.

Several years ago I lived in Xining, China. There, it seemed everyone chain-smoked. One

cigarette after another... But for me, the city itself was polluted, filled with vehicles with bad
emissions and factories; tobacco smoke was just a small factor in what made the city dirty. Many
people smoke in Japan, but not to the extent [ witnessed in China. However, those who do smoke,
often smoke inside public places. Their smoke pollutes their neighbors’ fresh air and leaves a
lingering staleness even in non-smoking areas.

Now, Japan is working hard to recover from a disaster that polluted the country; a disaster with
pollution many fear might cause cancer for innocent people. I think it is time that individuals
and businesses and the government look at both themselves and their policies to prevent
cancer-causing agents in everyday life. Diminishing second-hand smoke should be Japan'’s
priority.



